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Abstract
Environmental degradation is a contemporary issue that has gained a lot of attention in recent
history for China. The developing country’s industrial revolution has led to unprecedented
carbon emissions, and despite efforts to curb population growth, China’s expanding and aging
population has presented the country with numerous challenges. In this essay, I examine China’s
environmental issues and the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) policy decisions through the
lens of Confucian role relations. Through this lens, and given the multitude of challenges China
is facing, it may be argued that the PRC is acting out its role as the leader and protector (paternal
figurehead) of Chinese citizens in earnest. Additionally, my survey of Chinese nationals helps us
to better understand the PRC’s relationship with its people. Based on this qualitative data, it
appears that the people of China believe that the PRC is acting in their best interests and that the
PRC’s environmental regulations are helping. This study may help foreign investors,
government, and non-government organizations better understand the PRC’s decision-making
and relationship with their responsibilities, which could lead to improved strategy in the Chinese
marketplace as well as more favorable negotiations with China.

Keywords: Confucian governance, environmentalism, policymaking, pollution
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Introduction
China’s swift rise to prominence in global economics and politics has earned it
significant attention from the academic community. The extent to which China’s entrance into
the global economy has dramatically changed global trade in the late 20th and early 21st centuries
is comparable to the manner in which China’s expanding carbon footprint is impacting the globe
today. As scholars and policy-makers in the fields of international politics, global trade, and
environmentalism grow increasingly interested in China’s decision-making process, a growing
body of evidence suggests that the manner in which the government of China perceives itself and
its role in the global community might be influenced by Confucianism, which in turn influences
its decisions regarding environmental policy. Confucian philosophy regarding role relations
serves as a useful lens through which to examine Chinese policy-making, and in particular offers
a useful framework for describing the Chinese government’s relations with its people and the
global community.
It is crucial that organizations and other global actors gain an intimate understanding of
China’s approach to governance, international diplomacy, and environmental responsibility.
Thus, as China’s influence expands, it is increasingly important to understand the influence of
Confucianism in China’s tactics and activities of policy-making, focusing on both internal as
well as external factors. Ultimately, this analysis helps us to understand China’s reliance on
Confucian relational philosophies to help shape the country—from the highest levels of
government to those systems in place within smaller communities. Gaining insight into China’s
practices is imperative in contextualizing how it shapes itself into a powerful nation with

3
significant influence economic and political influence in the region of the Asia Pacific and, in
this era of globalism, throughout the in the world.

Confucian Principles of Governance and Relations: Environmental Practices
Confucian values of responsibility to others may be among the core guiding principles
shaping the Chinese government’s environmental policies. The Confucian idea of benevolence
toward others promotes sacrifice for the betterment of future generations, and this is likely to
influence China’s environmental policies.1 This analysis hypothesizes that China’s approach to
any policy-making activities is influenced by a critical examination of the policies’ long term
consequences. Furthermore, this may help us better understand the approach of Chinese officials
in maintaining their diplomatic roles and relationships. Generally, these officials face pressure
from all sides of society, including each corporation’s internal department of state affairs and
external international interests, all of which are related to political interests and environmental
policies.2 Analysis of Confucianism’s role in Chinese policy-making points out that the
Confucian doctrine of “the concentric circle” suggests that each person should begin by
perfecting themselves, then seek to perfect the local community, and then expand this pursuit
outward toward the world.3

1

Peter T. Chang, “China's Environmental Crisis: Practical Insights from Chinese Religiosity,” Worldviews:
Global Religions, Culture, and Ecology 15, no. 3, January 1, 2011: pp. 247-267,
https://doi.org/10.1163/156853511x588644.
2
Elizabeth C Economy, “China's Environmental Challenge: Political, Social and Economic Implications,”
Council on Foreign Relations, January 27, 2003, https://www.cfr.org/report/chinas-environmental-challengepolitical-social-and-economic-implications.
3
Chang, 249.
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The idea of CGG is an application of Confucian ideals of harmonious diplomatic
relations, education, and human development to global governance.4 This application is based on
the hypothesis that these Confucian ideals can be extended and expanded from their applications
to individuals so that they apply to entities as complex as a nation. Confucian thinkers have
pointed out that it has been common for leaders to apply Confucian ideals to governance, and
that Confucius himself advised rulers using these same principles.5 This suggests that even
national governments can organize on a global scale using Confucian principles. The concept of
CGG stems from research suggesting that Confucian ideas inform China’s “harmonious world”
(hexie shijie) foreign policy approach.6 This idea of CGG means that each nation views itself as a
part of a global community and acts as a custodian not only of their own respective fates but each
community member’s as well.
According to Confucian philosophy, China’s role in policy-making for its people may be
likened to the role of the father in familial relations, and its role on the global stage may be
likened to the role of a diligent member of the community.7 This suggests that China, as a
significant actor both in terms of its citizens’ well-being and that of the global community, has
multiple levels of responsibility. Based on the doctrine of concentric circles, China may need to
focus on improving its own domestic environmental policies before playing a more significant
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role in the global community.8 However, its pursuit of self-improvement may also inspire other
nations to strive in the same direction. The Confucian principle of role-based ethics suggests that
each entity has a role to play in their community, and the pursuit of fulfilling that role is itself
admirable and worthy.9 In this way, even by pursuing internal improvements while framing them
as an effort to be a responsible community member in the global community, China may help to
encourage a global movement toward environmentalism. In addition, the Confucian structure of
social relationships that governs China’s behavior suggests that each entity has a role to play, and
that its obligations to others are shaped by that role.10 In relation to the global community,
China’s role is that of a community member, and it therefore stands to reason that within the
Confucian ethic China is obligated to control its emissions to a certain extent so that it is a
responsible member of the community. This may be seen as problematic, since China produced
over 27% “of the world’s carbon emissions from fossil fuel” in 2018, which is more than twice
as much as even the United States.11 “While limiting pollution in order to be a responsible
community member may serve as a meaningful philosophical guideline, it may be complicated
by a number of questions.” For example, is China responsible for bringing its overall carbon
emissions down so that it pollutes less than other nations, or is it a question of carbon emissions
per person? International agreements such as the Paris Agreement that present international
guidelines and encourage cooperation may help to proactively shape China’s engagement with

8
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environmentalism by fully outlining its responsibilities as a member of the international
community.
However, in addition to fulfilling its role in the global community, China’s environmental
policy must likely be shaped by its role as the custodian of its citizens’ well-being. China takes
on a role similar to that of the father’s role in Confucian familial politics, which suggests a
number of different obligations.12 Whereas China may derive one sense of responsibility from its
role as a member of the global community, the government’s role as a patriarchal figure in terms
of its domestic responsibility to its citizens may give a different set of obligations. In this regard,
Nuyen notes:
The process of rectifying names, zhengming, has two sides. On one side, we are to
use a name, such as ‘father’, ‘son’, ‘ruler’ etc., that fits what is named, i.e. a
person with certain qualities. On the other side, we are to rectify our selves to fit
the name that one bears, or the role that the name specifies. It is the process of
learning to recognize and accept one’s obligations, and to do what one ought to do
as a person named. Someone who is an X must rectify himself or herself to be
truthful to the name X. (556)13
This means that an official or lawmaker in a Confucian society may feel pressured to live up to
their title by being an effective custodian of their citizens.
The Confucian doctrine, when viewed through the lens of environmentalism, may have
an immediate impact as each individual is encouraged to focus on improving their own
environmental footprint; however, the doctrine also suggests that as one’s reach increases, one’s
responsibility also increases. Following the logic of this doctrine, Chinese officials may also seek
to enact beneficial environmental policies in order to demonstrate that they have already
improved themselves enough to expand their own circle of influence. Ultimately, enacting
12
13

Nuyen, 555-6.
Nuyen, 556.
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forward-thinking environmental policies may actually help Chinese officials demonstrate their
own worthiness in regards to their role in the government. By enacting progressive
environmental agendas, Chinese officials can demonstrate the principle of benevolence (jen) and
help to ensure the pollution output of their communities is reduced.
When it comes to creating and enforcing effective environmental policies, part of the
PRC’s responsibility may be seen to involve maintaining the health and well-being of their
citizens. This may be even more important in many regions of China, where air pollution can be
not only unhealthy but dangerous to Chinese citizens.14 This means that when it comes to
managing pollution, the Chinese government may be seen to be failing to be truthful to their
names as governors, since they are failing in their duty to protect their citizens. On the other
hand, it may be understood that the challenge being faced by China’s government is
monumental. Researchers have observed, for example, that “ambient air pollution has become a
leading risk factor in China, affecting in particular the large population living in urban areas. It is
noteworthy that the Chinese Government recognized this serious problem and took
comprehensive actions to tackle air pollution.”15 Even though China may not be fully succeeding
in its efforts to protect its citizens, at least the government is taking action and is attempting to
perform its role responsibly.

14

Peng Yin et al., “The Effect of Air Pollution on Deaths, Disease Burden, and Life Expectancy across
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Environmental Degradation: Economics and Population Growth
While Confucianism has been beneficial in making the Chinese government take
initiative, it is not a cure all for the various and complicated problems interconnected with the
environment—namely, economic and population growth issues. As a protector and father figure,
China has to some extent succeeded in adhering to Confucianism and, at the same time, they
have in other ways failed. As a developing country, the issues of economics and pollution
sometimes come into conflict. In order to fix the economics, they temporarily ignored the
pollution and its ramifications. However, these decisions have led to additional problems for
China.
The rapid degradation of China’s environment comes at a crucial moment in China’s
development; it is a nation that, despite its recent economic successes, is still struggling to
provide for its large population. China’s historic pattern of population growth was an issue of
singular interest and concern for scholars a few decades ago, and some models projected an
unsustainable growth in urban areas which would lead to problems like overpopulation and
pollution.16 Based on this previous research, it appears that scientists were already modeling the
problematic situation developing in China as early as 1996. China’s economic boom coincided
with a rapidly-deteriorating domestic natural environment, which has negatively impacted the
standard of living in mainland China.17 While the pollution boom may be an unsurprising result
of rapid industrial expansion, the scale of China’s pollution has taken many scholars and officials

16
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aback. China’s environment has fallen victim to China’s rapid economic expansion, leading to an
era in which China’s air and already-limited water resources are being polluted at an
unprecedented rate.18 This means that in addition to China’s limited water-per-capita caused by
it’s large population, now pollution is making these resources even more scarce.
Although China’s pollution problem is almost certainly related to its economic and
population expansion, researchers are still studying the nature of this relationship. An empirical
analysis of Chinese provincial data collected between 1993 and 2002 indicated that China’s
pollution problem has far less to do with China’s role as a “pollution haven,” resulting from the
liberalization of its international trade, than it does with Chinese manufacturers’ decision to
manufacture pollution-intensive goods.19 This means that Chinese manufacturers have opted to
produce goods that have a high pollution cost for manufacturing. This could be because
pollution-intensive goods also tend to produce higher yields in terms of capital.20 In other words,
Chinese manufacturers decided to manufacture goods that would produce more capital, but in
exchange the Chinese environment has suffered as a result. It stands to reason that Chinese
manufacturers were allowed to produce these pollution-intensive goods because of relatively lax
regulations concerning the production of pollution, but the continuation of production of these
pollution-intensive goods may have as much to do with the “daunting” expense of re-purposing
old manufacturing facilities as it does with manufacturers’ continued desire to continue

18

Vaclav Smil, “The Bad Earth: Environmental Degradation in China,” The Bad Earth, March 15, 2017,
pp. 21-26, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315646534-11.
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Junyi Shen, “Trade Liberalization and Environmental Degradation in China,” Research Gate, May 22,
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Shen, 2008.
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producing high capital yields.21 In this way, it could be argued that by the time Chinese officials
realized the massive scale of the environmental problems facing China, Chinese manufacturers
were already committed to their path of producing pollution-intensive products with high capital
yield. This research is important because it re-frames the problem, suggesting that China was not
being used or taken advantage of by the international community, but was instead accepting
high-pollution manufacturing to reap the relatively high capital yields of pollution-intensive
products.
While Chinese manufacturers accepted pollution-intensive manufacturing with the
implied blessing of the Chinese government, this does not necessarily suggest that the PRC was
breaching its Confucian role as a protector of China’s people since it could be argued that the
Chinese government needed to face numerous challenges at the time and did their best to protect
some things at the expense of others. In this way, the PRC may have been choosing what it
considered the lesser of two evils. In the mid-1990s, the Chinese faced growing pressure to enter
the global marketplace in order to provide for a quickly-growing population.22 This significant
pressure may have inspired China to act swiftly and to prioritize capital growth at the expense of
the environment. In order to participate successfully in the global marketplace, China also
needed to increase the productivity of its population, which led to the process of industrialization
and a massive migration of Chinese from rural to urban areas.23 This means that to some extent,

21

Valerie Sathe Brugeman, Kim Hll, and Joshua Cregger, “Repurposing Former Automotive Manufacturing
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22
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the PRC may have temporarily turned a blind eye to the environmental costs of industrialization
in order to provide for its growing population. The rapid changes that characterized China’s
transition from an agrarian to an industrial society led to many systemic inefficiencies, including
multiple types of environmental degradation such as that resulting from the rapid construction of
water, electricity, and housing infrastructure.24 While it may be appropriate to question the
wisdom of China’s plan in retrospect, given China’s position previous to its entrance into the
global economy and industrial revolution, China’s vulnerability to environmental degradation
might still be considered a necessary, manageable evil. Therefore, China’s exposure to its current
pollution situation does not invalidate the hypothesis that the PRC is behaving in-line with its
Confucian role relation identity as the patriarchal figure for Chinese citizens.
In order to better understand how the PRC may have sought to fulfill its role as a father
figure with relation to the people of China, it is important to understand the backdrop of
economic hardships that China faced back when China was joining the world economy. Back in
December of 2001, China finally joined the World Trade Organization after about 15 years of
continuous negotiations.25 This important step was part of a long process of globalizing their
economy and bringing their powerful workforce’s offerings to the global marketplace. The PRC
globalized its economy against the backdrop of economic hardship and reform in China, as the
country struggled to feed, cloth, house, and provide fresh water for a rapidly-expanding
population, and it experienced an acute need for resources it could not produce domestically.26

24
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For example, as China modernized its economy, if it required certain infrastructure construction
tools and technologies, it might frequently need to trade for these tools rather than being able to
produce them itself. This need drove China to shift from a largely agrarian economy to an
industrial economy in order to increase its productivity, and therefore flexibility, as a member of
the global marketplace.27 For example, since China could trade what it produced by its
manufacturing industry for additional liquid capital, it could apply that capital to develop
infrastructure, buy advanced technologies from developed nations, or keep it liquid and spend it
in emergency situations. By contrast, the agrarian model that China had been pursuing
previously allowed for significantly less flexibility, since the goods produced were in low
demand and were frequently isolated across China’s vast rural countryside, which was also
characterized by weak infrastructural development.28 The industrial economy with which China
replaced its former agrarian economy allowed China far more options, but those options
ultimately came at a price. In China’s case the price of its new economy was rampant
environmental degradation, which ended up putting its people at risk.

China’s Role as Protector: A Survey
Methodology
To gain insight into the Chinese public’s perspective on the PRC’s job protecting its
citizens from pollution, a survey approach was adopted. English was the language used to
develop the survey questionnaire to avoid any complications relating to translation. This proved
effective since the individuals I selected to send the survey to all spoke English as a second
27
28

Dorn, Xi, & Wang (1990).
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language. Due to the respondents’ language skills, the written survey question responses to the
question (“Please briefly describe (300 words or less) how the Chinese government's efforts
and/or pollution have impacted your local area.”) were occasionally challenging or at least
ambiguous to interpret. This means that the selection of responses was narrowed considerably.
However, the remaining responses still lend insight into Chinese citizens’ perspective regarding
the job the PRC is doing at managing pollution.

Data Collection
Data collection was carried out through a written questionnaire delivered to 26 of my
friends and relatives via e-mail. A copy of the questionnaire is attached in Appendix A. The
respondents were told they had 7 days to reply, and the survey was sent on 4/20/2021. By the
designated end point of the study, 9 of the 26 potential respondents had replied. One of the
respondents indicated “no” to the Chinese residency question “Are you currently a resident of
China?” While this was probably due to their temporary residence in the United States for
school, their results were not included in this survey. This meant that there were 8 qualified
respondents to the survey overall. Due to the extremely limited sample of this survey, the
question relating to gender was dismissed since it was impossible to speculate regarding any
gender-related trends in responses. Overall, 7 men and 1 woman who resided in China partook in
this survey.

Risk of Bias
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Admittedly, there is a significant risk that since the surveyed individuals are my friends
and relatives, and since I would know how each person answered, this may have influenced their
answers. This potential bias must be recognized and treated as a significant limitation of the
study. Furthermore, the fact that the survey selection examined a group of individuals based on
their relation to me means there are numerous other implicit biases in the data, since my friends
are by no means a group of randomly selected individuals. With that said, one of the valuable
contributions of this preliminary survey may be to gain some insight into the issues at hand—and
give a starting point for others to design more extensive, superior experiments in the future that
lead to interesting, more comprehensive results.

Limited, Qualitative Data
The survey question and sample size provide a good general starting point, invokes a
certain pathos, and gives us some understanding of the perspective of Chinese citizens regarding
the Chinese government’s performance in its battle against pollution.

Survey Findings
Discussion
Regarding the question “Please rate the quality of the Chinese Government's agenda to
protect the environment . . . in your local area.” of the 8 qualified respondents, 3 responded
“Unsatisfactory,” 4 responded “Satisfactory,” and 1 responded “Excellent.” Meanwhile, for the
second question, 6 of the respondents selected “Satisfactory” and 2 selected “Excellent.” This
data suggests the possibility that some Chinese citizens believe that the Chinese government is
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making valuable efforts across mainland China while the respondents’ respective locales are not
receiving enough attention from the government. There are a number of possible implications of
this data, especially when it is informed by the individual written responses of the respondents.
Since all 8 of the respondents are from the Shanghai province, due to the biased nature of
the data sample, the most obvious possibility is that despite the government’s best efforts, the
Shanghai province remains disproportionately polluted. This hypothesis is reinforced by
Respondent A’s (names were not associated with the data gathered by this survey) reply to the
written question: “Overall, government has been good in stopping the pollutions in rural area . . .
[but] pollution in [Shanghai] city where I live is still bad.” Respondent B notes that “In Shanghai
when you look up in the grey pollution it is hard to notice if the sky is [a] little brighter.
Especially when one day is better and the next day is just bad again.” While this can be
interpreted a number of different ways, one way to interpret this comment is that the pollution
can be so bad in Shanghai that it is hard to notice the difference created by the government’s
efforts. In future research efforts, a larger sample of respondents from more regions of China
would be necessary to rule out the hypothesis that Shanghai is simply a particularly polluted
region of China. This hypothesis is further strengthened by existing research on the extreme and
dangerous air pollution levels in Shanghai.29 This means that Shanghai is indeed a particularly
polluted region, and it makes sense that the respondents to this survey might be disappointed
with their government’s efforts locally even while appreciating that pollution in other regions in
rural China has been somewhat mitigated. While the limitations of the data collected via this

29

Li, Jia, Sarath K Guttikunda, Gregory R Carmichael, David G Streets, Young-Soo Chang, and Virginia
Fung. ÒQuantifying the Human Health Benefits of Curbing Air Pollution in Shanghai.Ó Journal of Environmental
Management 70, no. 1 (2004): 49–62. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2003.10.007.29 People’s Republic of China.

16
survey make the hypothesis that Shanghai is a particularly polluted region difficult to rule out,
the data also suggests a number of other possibilities as well.
Another hypothesis for the discrepancy between citizens’ rating of Chinese performance
locally and their performance nationally is that it could point to successful propaganda efforts by
the Chinese government to reassure citizens that efforts are being made to mitigate pollution,
although those efforts may not be seen by its citizens. While China’s strict control of media is
well-documented, as well as its use of propaganda to promote everything from national unity30 to
Confucian ideologies,31 recent evidence suggests that China has scaled back some of its efforts to
control the media on the subject of pollution in order to appease public outrage and mitigate the
growing traction that alternative domestic news sources like blogs have gained from the outrage
over pollution.32 While the Chinese government’s efforts to use propaganda to tout
environmentalism to its citizens have been documented,33 there has been little research
designated to study China’s use of media to publicize its own efforts to clean up pollution.
This is another interesting area for potential future research, especially since publicizing
its own efforts toward mitigating pollution would hypothetically be in line with China’s
prospective efforts to play the role of a paternal figure in Confucian role relations. If the Chinese
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government is indeed publicizing its own efforts to mitigate pollution, it may also explain why
respondents to this survey rated China’s efforts across mainland China more favorably than its
efforts in the respondents’ locales. Respondent B’s reply to the written question may lend some
insight into this hypothesis, and in part recommended this hypothesis via his response: “I think
the government is trying their best or at least they say so. It is tough to see the difference [in
Shanghai] they make, but everyone know the efforts [are being made].” This idea that
“everyone” knows the efforts are being made even though the results are difficult to see
recommends the idea that there is some sort of publicity effort being made in China to let the
public know that the government is working to help fix the pollution problem(s). It also stands to
reason that it would be difficult to observe the difference being made by mitigation efforts, since
as Respondent B observed “it is hard to notice if the sky is [a] little brighter.” Based on the
findings of this study, China’s potential campaign to recommend their own environmental efforts
to their citizens is one area of further research which may yield extremely interesting results.
Another interesting finding of this survey is that one of the respondents believed that the
Chinese government’s agenda was of “Excellent” quality both in their local area and across
mainland China. This respondent, Respondent C, emphasized the efforts that the government
was making in their written reply: “I know pollution is major problem in the mainland and
especially in the cities but the Chinese government is making serious efforts to fix it. When I
hear about the idea of China building green energies with solar and wind power I feel a sense of
pride to be Chinese.” Respondent C is an outlier from this sample since they are the only one
who thought that the government’s agenda in their local area was “Excellent.” Furthermore, they
were one of only two respondents to indicate that they felt that the government’s agenda across
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mainland China was “excellent.” Due to the small sample size, it is difficult to know whether this
individual is truly an outlier or whether there are many more Chinese citizens who are pleased
with the government’s efforts to reduce pollution. Respondent C also cited the difficulty of the
task at hand, saying that “pollution is a major problem in the mainland and especially in the
cities,” as well as “I know many people are complaining but compare to before when the air
pollution in the city was so bad I can see the Chinese government [is] making major
improvements.” These statements at once recognize the significance of the challenge China is
facing while simultaneously contradicting what Respondent B said when they said “In Shanghai
when you look up in the grey pollution it is hard to notice if the sky is [a] little brighter.
Especially when one day is better and the next day is just bad again.” It would be interesting to
see whether there is an age difference between these two respondents, since Respondent C seems
to be noticing trends that Respondent B is unaware of. If Respondent C is significantly older than
Respondent B, for example, then perhaps they really have noticed an improvement.

Environmental Protections
When the PRC may have historically behaved in a manner consistent with their role as
the patriarchal figure in Chinese society, its current agenda yields further insights into the
manner in which China perceives its own role. While the government has done an excellent job
of creating strong policies, they need to carry out these policies more effectively to fulfill their
role.
In creating these policies, the PRC is fulfilling its Confucian role as a fatherly protector
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of the country. This allows them to take responsibility for some of the shortcomings that
occurred due to rapid population growth and economic challenges. According to one law firm
who advises clients seeking to do business internationally, “The Environmental Protection Law
is the basic legislation for environmental protection in China.”34 This means that most of China’s
laws and regulations relate to this main piece of legislation. Additionally, as of early 2018, the
Environmental Protection Tax Law of China divided taxable pollution into four categories: “air
pollution, water pollution, solid wastes, and noise.”35 As one vestige of China’s environmental
law, the imposition of a tax on various types of pollution is an interesting nuance. This suggests
that the PRC still sees individual instances of pollution as having a quantifiable cost, and that it is
willing to trade what are essentially polluting rights to those persons and organizations willing to
pay for them. Legal commentators have noted that this pollution taxation is made somewhat
more significant by the fact that “there is no double taxation principle in China.”36 This means
that an organization could be taxed multiple times by different agencies for the same instance or
instances of pollution. Furthermore, as is the case in many other governments including the
United States, China’s enforcement of environmental policies is carried out by urban, provincial,
and national enforcement authorities who enforce environmental policies with actions ranging
from fines to a suspension of business operations to “administrative detention.”37 This means that
an organization could be prosecuted and taxed or otherwise punished multiple times for the same
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instance of pollution by each of numerous government organizations with overlapping
jurisdictions. The taxation of pollution may also demonstrate a certain brand of utilitarianism
whereby the PRC feels able to leverage the funds from these pollution taxes to significantly
benefit the population or offset the pollution. Alternatively, these taxes could serve as an
incremental measure to gradually discourage organizations from polluting, which is a tactic that
has demonstrated promising results on consumers, and may be considered an especially effective
tactic if more dramatic measures would be prohibitively expensive.38 This means that although
pollution regulations such as China’s pollution tax may seem to be only half-measures, they
could also represent innovative strategies for gradually moving the nation away from the highpollution, high capital yield trade off and toward a more environmentally friendly economy. If
the economics of the high-pollution, high capital yield equation begin to appear less favorable,
especially amid rising public pressure from a Chinese public that is suffering from pollution,
then Chinese organizations may find significant reasons to shift their strategy toward more
sustainable manufacturing. In this regard, the policies allow for protection of the country’s
environment and people, which is in alignment with Confucian principles.
Besides the environmental regulations and pollution taxes, the Chinese government has
also set up a system of compensation for institutions that have caused measurable environmental
damage in China. Legal review of Chinese laws outlining modes of compensation finds that in
addition to taxation, Chinese judicial authorities may also charge individuals or organizations for
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damaging the environment.39 This is important because while taxation suggests that certain types
of pollution may be acceptable, these fines outline pollution behaviors—or at least outcomes—
that are not considered acceptable in China. According to one law firm,
. . . the scope of compensation for ecological environmental damage includes reasonable
expenses such as removal of pollution, restoration of ecological environment, loss of
service functions during restoration of ecological environment, [and] losses caused by
permanent damage to ecological environmental functions.40
This further suggests that the PRC is making the effort to quantify the impact of various forms of
unacceptable, damaging pollution. Based on legal reports, one of the most interesting recent legal
developments in China is the 2015 Nanping case, wherein Chinese courts confirmed the ability
of non-government environmental advocacy groups to take legal action in the interest of
protecting the Chinese public.41 This means that not only government organizations, but also
non-government entities have the PRC’s support in helping to uphold various Chinese
environmental policies. The Nanping Case represents the first time Chinese judges have affirmed
a non-government organization’s ability to file “public interest litigation” against polluters.42
This means that NGOs can legally take action on the public’s behalf to press charges against
individuals or organizations who break pollution regulations. While the charges in this particular
case were relatively minor, the fact that it set a precedent for other NGOs to take similar action
against other polluters sends a powerful message regarding China’s environmental agenda.
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In addition to the innovative laws the PRC is employing in its role as the patriarch of
China, an examination of what the PRC is saying about its own efforts suggests that the Chinese
government continues to take not only its custodial role seriously, but its role as a member of the
international community as well. According to the PRC’s 2020 Earth Day press release to the
United Nations, “China is a developing country. Now it is confronted with the dual task of
developing the economy and protecting the environment. Proceeding from its national
conditions, China has, in the process of promoting its overall modernization program, made
environmental protection one of its basic national policies.”43 Here, China first refers to the
difficulty of its own situation, calling to mind the challenges it has faced in order to modernize
its expansive population. Next, it points to its legal efforts to ensure that consideration of the
environment is enfranchised within its own legislation. Next, China references its role, saying:
“As a member of the international community, China . . . has taken an active part in international
environmental affairs, striven to promote international cooperation in the field of environmental
protection, and earnestly fulfilled its international obligations.”44 In addition to commenting on
their commitment to international environmental affairs, China interestingly goes further to state
that they have promoted international cooperation in this regard. This may yield some clues into
the manner in which China views themselves and their own role in international politics. This
could be important, since in Chinese culture’s “relation-centered” world, people or in this case
nations are frequently divided into broad categories of rank and proximity.45 In this case, China
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seems to recognize the global community as a neighborhood of sorts and seems to adopt the role
of a community leader—at least in terms of its press release. However, this role as community
leader in the international community is one that reporters and world leaders alike have
questioned in the recent past, as China’s carbon emissions have risen to outstrip those of the
United States and European Union combined.46 This suggests that China may require further
progress before fully growing into the role it has assumed as an international leader in pollution.

Conclusion
China’s swift rise to global prominence both economically and politically has inspired
many businesses, governments, and NGOs to closely examine China’s policy-making decisions
regarding the environment. In this increasingly-global community, China’s environmental
impact in terms of pollution may be understood as a global challenge rather than just a Chinese
challenge, while a tightening of governmental regulations and controls concerning pollution may
affect people and businesses from every corner of the world. China’s policy-making decisions
regarding the environment have evolved from when they first entered the global business
community, transitioning from a capital-centric model of manufacturing to a more balanced
model which seeks to mitigate environmental damages while still preserving profits. The
Chinese government has also created numerous protections and demonstrated some evidence of
enforcing these protections, even when NGOs rather than government entities press charges on
behalf of the people. From the perspective of Confucian role relations, the Chinese government
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embodies the paternal role of protector of its citizens, custodian of its domain, and member of the
global community. While the Chinese government may have made plenty of mistakes when it
comes to environmental degradation, and may continue to do so, my survey indicates that from
the perspective of its citizens, the government’s efforts to curb pollution have not ended.
Furthermore, residents of China seem to be largely receptive to the government’s message to
invest in green energy and reduce carbon emissions as part of the Paris agreement. The PRC has
a difficult path ahead of it and will need to balance various concerns and interests: bolstered
economic production, limited resources-per-capita, mass urbanization of its population, and a
growing need for pollution controls and environmental protections. However, where the citizens
of China are concerned, it seems that their government is taking steps to ensure a future wherein,
day by day, “the sky is [a] little brighter.”
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Appendix A
Are you currently a resident of China?

Yes/No

If so, in what Province do you live?
What is your gender?

male/female/nonbinary

1. Please rate the quality of the Chinese Government's agenda to protect the environment...

A. in your local area.

Excellent/Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory/Poor

B. across mainland China.

Excellent/Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory/Poor

2. Please briefly describe (300 words or less) how the Chinese government's efforts and/or
pollution have impacted your local area.

